Child abuse in the pediatric intensive care unit.
Critically ill and injured children due to abusive or inflicted injury represent a growing challenge for pediatric intensive care unit personnel in terms of the number of patients seen each year in the United States and the intellectual and emotional response required to deal with this tragic problem. We present a distillation of the current knowledge of childhood physical abuse with a focus on the child with inflicted injury who is admitted to the pediatric intensive care unit. In addition to a discussion of the epidemiology, clinical presentation, an approach to diagnosis, and treatment strategies, we also explore the legal issues that confront pediatric intensive care unit physicians in relation to determination of brain death, suitability of victims for organ donation, and the physician's role in the criminal investigation of child abuse and as a witness for court proceedings.